Evaluating Parenting Practices as a Mediating Factor Between Marital Conflict and Children\u27s Adjustment by Tyson, Kristin Lee
The University of Southern Mississippi 
The Aquila Digital Community 
Master's Theses 
Spring 2011 
Evaluating Parenting Practices as a Mediating Factor Between 
Marital Conflict and Children's Adjustment 
Kristin Lee Tyson 
University of Southern Mississippi 
Follow this and additional works at: https://aquila.usm.edu/masters_theses 
 Part of the Psychology Commons 
Recommended Citation 
Tyson, Kristin Lee, "Evaluating Parenting Practices as a Mediating Factor Between Marital Conflict and 
Children's Adjustment" (2011). Master's Theses. 569. 
https://aquila.usm.edu/masters_theses/569 
This Masters Thesis is brought to you for free and open access by The Aquila Digital Community. It has been 
accepted for inclusion in Master's Theses by an authorized administrator of The Aquila Digital Community. For 
more information, please contact Joshua.Cromwell@usm.edu. 
The University of Southern Mississippi 
EVALUATING PARENTING PRACTICES AS A MEDIATING FACTOR BETWEEN 
MARITAL CONFLICT AND CHILDREN'S ADJUSTMENT 
by 
Kristen Lee Tyson 
A Thesis 
Submitted to the Graduate School 
of The University of Southern Mississippi 
in Partial Fulfillment of the Requirements 
for the Degree of Master of Science 
Approved: 
May 2011 
ABSTRACT 
EVALUATING PARENTING PRACTICES AS A MEDIATING FACTOR BETWEEN 
MARITAL CONFLICT AND CHILDREN'S ADJUSTMENT 
by Kristen Lee Tyson 
May 2011 
A wealth of research has illustrated that negative parenting practices mediate the 
relation between destructive marital conflict and externalizing problems in children; 
however, the study of constructive marital conflict and adjustment problems in children is 
less developed. Research has also suggested that psychological control is related to 
children's behavior; however, previous research is unclear as to the specific relationship 
between marital conflict and children's internalizing and externalizing behavior. To 
address this gap, the present study examined positive and negative parenting practices 
and psychological control as mediators of constructive and destructive marital conflict 
and children's internalizing and externalizing problems. Married mothers of 121 children 
between the ages of 6 and 12 completed online and/or paper questionnaires measuring 
marital conflict, parenting practices, and child adjustment. Path analyses revealed several 
significant direct relationships between predictors and outcome variables. Destructive 
marital conflict was found to be a significant predictor of negative parenting practices, 
psychological control, children's internalizing behavior, and children's externalizing 
behavior. Path analysis revealed indirect relationships as well. Psychological control was 
found to partially mediate the relationships between destructive marital conflict and both 
children's externalizing and internalizing behavior. 
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CHAPTER I 
INTRODUCTION 
All children will experience some degree of conflict between their parents. 
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Marital conflict is inevitable but some types can harm children more than others. 
Research involving marital conflict has consistently shown that it has detrimental effects 
on children's functioning (Cummings & Davies, 1994); however, the processes 
underlying this relationship are still in need of further exploration. In a meta-analysis, 
Cummings and Davies (1994) found that parents involved in marital conflict discipline 
their children differently depending on the status of their relationship. Certain types of 
discipline influence how children behave; therefore, the relationship between marital 
conflict and parenting practices is an important line of study for identifying potential 
points of intervention that may enhance positive child outcomes. Although a great deal of 
research has focused on deleterious effects of marital conflict, not all marital conflict is 
negative. Some types of conflict can be beneficial for children, such as conflict resolution 
and reasoning techniques. Social learning theory suggests children who witness positive 
conflict interactions may model them in future disagreements with peers (Cummings & 
Davies, 1994). Thus, the current study aims to improve our understanding of the 
mechanisms that underlie the association between different types of marital conflict, 
positive and negative parenting practices, and internalizing and externalizing behavior in 
children. 
Marital Conflict 
Marital conflict has been directly and indirectly linked to children's adjustment in 
previous research, but the distinction between types of marital conflict and their relation 
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to socioemotional functioning in children is a relatively new line of study (Cummings & 
Davies, 2002). Marital conflict differs on multiple dimensions, including frequency, 
duration, resolution, and content. These varying dimensions may also have differential 
effects on children that are privy to them. Some effects may be detrimental to their 
functioning, whereas others may have constructive influences on their well-being. 
Therefore, marital conflict is most often divided into two distinct dimensions, destructive 
and constructive. 
Destructive marital conflict typically describes behavior that involves 
"interparental aggression or violence, nonverbal conflict, withdrawal during marital 
conflict, interparental verbal aggression or hostility, aggression by marital partners 
against objects during marital conflict, conflicts involving threats to the intactness of the 
family, and conflicts about child-related themes" (Cummings & Davies, 2002, p. 35). 
Therefore, destructive marital conflict is often categorized as physical aggression, verbal 
threats, and general hostility during conflict towards a marital partner. Constructive 
marital conflict is identified as "successful conflict resolution, any progress by the 
parents towards the resolution of the conflicts, explanations by parents of how conflicts 
had been resolved, and optimistic explanations of non-resolution of conflicts" 
(Cummings & Davies, 2002, p. 35). The rationale for distinguishing destructive and 
constructive marital conflict involves determining the differential effects on children 
exposed to these behaviors. 
In most prior studies examining these constructs, children were exposed to 
scenarios or videotaped presentations of well-defined marital conflict behaviors that 
coincide with destructive or constructive relations. Children's cognitive appraisals, 
coping behaviors, and emotional reactions have reliably differentiated between the 
constructs of destructive and constructive marital conflict in multiple research settings 
(Cummings & Davies, 1994; Cummings, Goeke-Morey, & Dukewhich, 2001; Goeke-
Morey, 1999). The findings in these studies have led to the application of the terms 
destructive and constructive marital conflict to constructs assessed by parent-report 
measures of marital discord, such as the O'Leary Porter Scale and the Conflict Tactics 
Scale (Cummings, Goeke-Morey, & Papp, 2003; Kaczynski, Lindahl, Malik, & 
Laurenceau, 2006; Schoppe-Sullivan, Schermerhorn, & Cummings, 2007). 
Theoretical Framework 
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To address these direct and indirect links between destructive and constructive 
marital conflict and children's adjustment, several theories have been constructed in order 
to provide an explanation for these relations. Two distinct theories have been put forth by 
researchers to explain the relationship between marital conflict and child outcome: the 
spillover hypothesis and the emotional-security hypothesis. The spillover hypothesis 
proposed by Engfer (1988) states that parents who are preoccupied and emotionally 
drained by marital conflict will be less likely to be sensitive to the needs of their children. 
The emotional-security hypothesis proposed by Cummings and Davies (1994) discusses 
the effects of marital conflict on children' s sense of security within the family structure, 
which has a direct influence on their overall emotional well-being. Each theory offers a 
unique approach to the understanding of marital conflict on child outcome; however, the 
emotional-security theory has less empirical support than the spillover hypothesis, which 
has recently been expanded to encompass direct and indirect effects of marital discord. 
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The spillover hypothesis has been proposed as a theory to understand the 
relationship between marital conflict and child adjustment, through various mechanisms 
(Engfer, 1988). The spillover hypothesis suggests that positive marital engagement, such 
as satisfaction, support, and positive interaction spills over into the parent-child 
relationship through increased availability to meet the needs of their children, and it 
seems to be supported by research illustrating the relationship between constructive 
marital conflict and positive parenting. The warmth evident in the marital relationship 
extends to the parent-child relationship. In addition, the theory also posits that negative 
marital conflict, such as verbal and physical aggression, requires excessive energy and 
emotions that make parents less emotionally available to their children. The negative 
interactions present in marital discord spill over into the parent-child relationship, 
resulting in more negative parenting practices, such as poor monitoring and more 
inconsistent and harsh discipline, and fewer positive parenting practices, such as 
involvement and praise. 
Four different theoretical mechanisms have been proposed to explain the spillover 
hypothesis. These four mechanisms include scapegoating, modeling, socialization, and 
outside stressors affecting the family structure as a whole. However, the scapegoating, 
modeling, and socialization mechanisms apply most to the current study. 
The first applicable method is scapegoating. Parents who do not constructively 
interact in their marital relationship often resort to blaming their children or overly 
controlling their behaviors. This form of negative parenting is often referred to as 
psychological control, which involves guilt induction, shame, intrusiveness, and over-
protectiveness. Previous research has linked psychological control with internalizing and 
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externalizing problems in children (Barber & Bradford, 2005; Olsen et al., 2002; Sturge-
Apple, Davies, Boker, & Cummings, 2004). According to spillover theory, children may 
react to parents' rejection through disruptive behaviors (externalizing problems) or 
through self-blame or depression (internalizing problems). Parents who use guilt inducing 
techniques may cause children to self-blame for the emotional tension in the family 
structure. Parents may force the child to align with one parent or the other in the context 
of a marital dispute, disrupting the family and the parents' personal boundaries. This 
increased stress due to marital discord has been theorized to cause internalizing problems 
in children (Barber & Bradford, 2005). Although theory supports the connection between 
marital conflict, parenting practices, and child outcome, more research is needed to 
empirically validate these links. Specifically, more research is needed to understand the 
mechanisms underlying the relationship between marital conflict and the parenting 
practice of psychological control to determine whether children exhibit higher rates of 
internalizing or externalizing problems. Both child outcomes have been theorized to be a 
result of marital conflict; however, recent research has only found greater internalizing 
problems in children of psychologically controlling parents (Ablow, Measelle, Cowan, & 
Cowan, 2009; Barber & Bradford, 2005; Krishnakumar, Buehler, & Barber, 2003). 
The second mechanism through which parental discord spills over into the parent-
child relationship is modeling. Social learning theory proposes that children can learn 
vicariously through exposure to certain behaviors. Thus, children may mimic the 
behavior of their parents within the context of their peers. According to the spillover 
theory, parents who openly display destructive marital conflict in front of their children 
may have children that learn to express their emotions in an aggressive and hostile 
manner (Davies & Cummings, 2002). 
Another spillover mechanism that is applicable to the current study is the 
socialization hypothesis (Engfer, 1988). It describes how parents experiencing greater 
marital conflict may provide less consistent discipline and control in their parenting 
practices. Parents may devote less time to their child and may be less aware of their 
activities and behaviors because they are more focused on marital conflict. Inconsistent 
discipline by parents may result from the lack of communication between parents; 
therefore, each parent may use different techniques without discussing the most 
appropriate method with each other. Therefore, parents experiencing high levels of 
destructive marital conflict may also exhibit high rates of negative parenting practices, 
which has been suggested to relate to externalizing behavior in children. 
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In addition, Cummings and Davies (1994) proposed the emotional security 
hypothesis to understand the relationship between marital discord and the emotional well-
being of children. When analyzing the relationship between constructive marital conflict, 
parenting practices, and fewer internalizing and externalizing behaviors in children, this 
theory proposes that the emotional availability of the parents to the children is a key 
component. The theory proposes that parents who are involved in marital discord are 
often not emotionally available for their children, due to their preoccupation with 
conflict. The emotional security hypothesis is also based on the idea that marital conflict 
can impair the emotional well-being of the children involved based on the threat it poses 
to the entire family structure. 
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The emotional-security hypothesis posits that marital conflict can have an impact 
on children's adjustment through the security of the family environment. Emotional 
security in children may be important in supporting the development of the child's ability 
to cope effectively with problems, which can have important implications for later 
adjustment. Therefore, the degree of emotional stability and safety provided by the 
parents to the child may affect later child adjustment. Davies and Cummings (1994) 
suggest that marital conflict can cause family life to be emotionally unhappy, be 
dangerous to the child's emotional well-being, cause more inconsistent discipline by 
parents, and decrease parents' emotional availability toward their children. 
Bowlby (1973) discussed how children's emotional security influences their 
ability to regulate emotions when faced with marital conflict and how their emotional 
security can be threatened when they are not confident about their parents' availability 
and predictability. In order to reduce their parents' conflicts and in tum their own stress 
levels, children may cry or behave more disruptively, which children find negatively 
reinforcing and will repeat often. Therefore, the theory posits that the lack of emotional 
availability of the parent results in externalizing problems in children to alleviate the 
stressful situation. 
According to the emotional-security theory, the establishment of emotional 
security in the face of marital conflict depends on several factors apparent in the context 
of interparental discord, such as form, frequency, duration, content, and resolution 
(Davies & Cummings, 2002). Children can often discriminate between different forms of 
marital conflict, such as physical and verbal aggression, and they also find certain forms 
more distressing than others, such as expression of fears and threats to leave the marriage 
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(Laumakis, Margolin, & John, 1998). Frequency and duration are also important 
considerations when discussing the effects of marital discord on children. A long history 
of marital conflict with frequent reoccurrences is more detrimental to children (Davies & 
Cummings, 2002). Children can also differentiate between the content of the conflict, 
such as between child-related and non-child-related conflict, with child-related conflict 
being more detrimental (Grych & Fincham, 2000). Finally, conflict resolution and 
reasoning are important concepts to understand within the emotional security framework 
because resolution is purported to increase emotional security in children. Children may 
learn constructive lessons from witnessing reasoning as a conflict strategy in their 
parents' marital conflicts. According to Cummings and Davies (1994), children's direct 
observation of parents ' effective conflict resolution may teach them certain techniques 
for resolving their own conflicts with peers. In essence, constructive expressions of 
marital conflict may promote emotional security in children by teaching them valuable 
models for dealing with conflict and negative feelings. Conflict resolution has been found 
repeatedly to reduce negative feelings in children after exposure to marital discord 
(Cumming & Davies, 1994). Resolution and reasoning are key components within 
constructive marital conflict, so conflict resolution should lead to fewer adjustment 
problems in children based on the emotional-security hypothesis; however, this 
relationship is in need of further research to support these theoretical claims. 
These two theories provide a basic framework for understanding the relationship 
between marital conflict and child outcomes; however, most of these theories are based 
on different mediating mechanisms that link marital conflict with child adjustment. 
Parenting practices have been proposed most often as the mediator between marital 
conflict and child adjustment based on these theories (Cummings & Davies, 2002; 
Fauber, Forehand, Thomas, & Wierson, 1990; Frosch, Mangelsdorf, & McHale, 2000). 
Therefore, a theoretical model to further understand the relationship between parenting 
practices, marital conflict, and child adjustment is needed. Many models have been put 
forth to describe the relationship between aspects of parenting practices and child 
adjustment. 
Parenting Practices 
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Baumrind developed a model that describes the parent-child relationship in terms 
of three distinct styles of parenting. Styles of parenting are classified depending on the 
amount of warmth and control expressed by the parent to the child. Authoritarian parents 
are thought to be controlling but cold, permissive parents are warm but did not control the 
behaviors of their children, and authoritative parents tend to be warm and controlling 
(Baumrind, 1971). Another parenting style was added later that describes a neglectful 
parent as one who is neither controlling of their child nor warm in their emotional 
expression (Maccoby & Martin, 1983). Categorizing parenting styles has proven to be a 
useful tool in linking parenting behavior with child outcome. 
Recently, parenting practices have been introduced as an alternative to more 
global parenting styles that are more specific and can be directly linked to the influences 
on child behavior and targeted for intervention. Patterson (1982) put forth a model of 
parenting that is based on social-learning theory that describes how negative parenting 
practices can lead to antisocial behaviors in children. More specifically, negative 
parenting practices, such as inconsistent discipline and poor monitoring, lead to 
externalizing behavior problems in children, for example, aggression, conduct disorder, 
and antisocial tendencies (Patterson, DeBaryshe, & Ramsey, 1989). 
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Patterson's model also applies to the relationship between marital conflict and 
parenting practices. Patterson (1971) proposed the accidental learning hypothesis, which 
posits that as parents become more absorbed in marital conflict, they may reduce the 
amount of control they exert on their children's behavior and become less effective in 
monitoring them. As the children begin to notice this withdrawal, they begin to exhibit 
more disruptive, attention-seeking behaviors in order to elicit more of a response from 
their parents. Often the parents will pay more attention to the children, thereby 
reinforcing their attention-seeking strategy (Patterson, 1971). Patterson's model can also 
be used to explain the relationship between parenting practices and child outcome. 
Patterson proposed that there are two distinct types of negative parenting practices that 
are linked to externalizing behaviors in children: rejection and child management 
problems. Rejection refers to parental negativity, intrusiveness, and withdrawal in 
interactions, while child management problems include inconsistent discipline, lax 
parental supervision, poor parental behavioral control, and corporal punishment. 
Based on this theoretical framework, marital conflict appears to be related to child 
outcome through different types of parenting practices. However, Patterson's model only 
focuses on destructive marital conflict and its detrimental effects on child outcome 
without taking into account constructive marital conflict and its theorized positive effects 
on child outcome. Therefore, an important consideration for future research is the how 
the different types of marital conflict and the different types of parenting practices are 
affected or predict different child outcomes. Some previous research has been conducted 
to analyze these relationships; however, gaps within that literature suggest a need for 
further study. 
Indirect Links between Marital Conflict and Child Adjustment 
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As a result of the aforementioned theoretical framework for understanding the 
relationship between marital conflict, parenting practices, and child behavior, recent 
research has attempted to illustrate the utility and validity of these theories. Studies have 
shown indirect links between marital conflict and child outcomes, with the type of marital 
conflict influencing the mechanisms and future child outcome. Therefore, each type of 
marital conflict, destructive and constructive, has been previously studied in order to 
understand the different indirect mediating mechanisms impacting child outcomes. 
Destructive marital conflict. Multiple indirect links have been demonstrated 
between destructive marital conflict and child behavior. It has been found that destructive 
interparental discord is associated with children's adjustment problems, depression, poor 
problem-solving strategies, and insecure parent-child attachment through different types 
of mediators, such as physiological arousal of the child, negative cognitive appraisals by 
the child, and parenting practices (Cummings & Davies, 2002; Frosch et al., 2000; 
Goodman, Barfoot, Frye, & Belli, 1999). 
Parenting practices have been shown to mediate the relation between destructive 
marital conflict and adjustment problems in children; however, much less research has 
been conducted on this mechanism despite the strong theoretical arguments. A few 
studies show marital conflict is associated with parental emotional unavailability, poor 
parental behavioral control, and use of psychological control, which can lead to both 
internalizing and externalizing problems in children (Doyle & Markiewicz, 2005; 
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Gonzales, Pitts, Hill, & Roosa, 2000; Schoppe-Sullivan et al. , 2007; Sturge-Apple et al., 
2004). Models including parenting as a mediator between destructive marital conflict and 
children's emotional security have been studied extensively; however, the role of 
parenting practices as a mediator between marital conflict and children's internalizing 
and externalizing problems has been less documented. 
Negative parenting practices, such as inconsistent discipline, lax parental 
supervision, and poor parental behavioral control, may serve as mediators at the family 
process level between destructive marital conflict and externalizing problems in children. 
Although spillover theory has suggested that parenting practices may play a pivotal role 
in the relationship between marital conflict and child outcome, very little research has 
explored this relationship. Kaczynski et al. (2006) found that negative parenting 
practices, such as rejection and coercion, fully mediated the relationship between 
destructive marital conflict and children's externalizing and internalizing problems. A 
study conducted by Gonzales et al. (2000) found that interparental conflict was 
significantly related to how the children perceived the care they received from their 
parents, through increased use of negative parenting practices such as inconsistent 
discipline and hostile control. These studies suggest that destructive marital conflict is 
related to child outcome through the negative parenting practices of inconsistent 
discipline and control; however, negative parenting practices such as poor monitoring and 
rejection have not been examined. 
Although few studies have examined links between marital conflict, parenting 
practices, and child outcome, numerous studies have focused on the relationship between 
parenting practices and child outcome. Patterson et al. ( 1989) found that the use of 
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negative parenting practices, such as poor child management, was associated with 
externalizing problems in children. Loeber and Stouthamer-Loeber (1986) found in their 
meta-analysis that a lack of parental supervision and parental involvement resulted in 
increased aggression and delinquency. Other research has sought to study the relationship 
between marital conflict and parenting practices. Buehler and Gerard (2002) found that 
increased marital conflict predicts harsher discipline methods, such as corporal 
punishment. Although some parents may withdraw from the parent-child relationship and 
use negative behavioral parenting practices when faced with increased marital conflict, 
some parents simply replace positive parenting techniques, such as monitoring and 
praise, with more coercive, emotionally-controlling negative parenting tactics (Doyle & 
Markiewicz, 2005; Fauber, Forehand, Thomas, & Wierson, 1990; Sturge-Apple et al., 
2004), such as psychological control. 
Psychological control can be described as parenting practices that are 
manipulative of children' s emotions, relationship with parents, and thoughts (Barber & 
Bradford, 2002). Psychological control often involves guilt induction and the evocation 
of anxiety or worry on the part of the child in order to control his or her behavior. Parents 
often use this parenting strategy because they want to protect the individual parent-child 
bond, creating a coalition between that parent and the child. Psychological control 
mediates the relationship between marital conflict and internalizing problems in children, 
such as anxiety, depression, and other somatic symptoms (Doyle & Markiewicz, 2005; 
Fauber et al., 1990; Gonzales et al. , 2000; Krishnakumar, Buehler, & Barber, 2003). 
However, in recent research, negative parenting practices, including psychological 
control, have been found to be associated with only externalizing behavior in children 
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after controlling for child and parent gender; therefore, findings in regard to this specific 
parenting technique are inconclusive and in need of further exploration (Kaczynski et al., 
2006). 
Overall, research regarding the mechanisms underlying the relationship between 
destructive marital conflict and child adjustment has been extensive, but certain gaps still 
exist within the literature. Parenting practices have been theorized to be an important 
mediator in the relationship; however, research has not focused on parenting practices as 
a key component. Destructive marital conflict has also been found to have differential 
effects on child outcome, such as relating more to internalizing or externalizing problems 
in children, based on the type of mediator. For example, parenting practices involving a 
lack of behavioral control, tend to mediate the relationship between destructive marital 
conflict and externalizing problems in children, while the negative parenting practice of 
psychological control is often found to mediate the relationship between destructive 
marital conflict and internalizing problems in children, excluding one recent study 
(Kaczynski et al., 2006). Further research is needed to understand the role parenting 
practices play in the relation between marital conflict and child outcome. 
Constructive marital conflict. The indirect links between destructive marital 
conflict and adjustment problems in children have been explored extensively; however, 
the associations between constructive marital conflict and child behavior are much less 
developed. According to spillover theory, constructive marital conflict should influence 
child outcome through the mechanism of positive parenting practices; however, few 
studies have linked constructive marital conflict with child outcome. Yet, a few studies 
have shown that constructive marital conflict also has multiple indirect links to children's 
emotional security, such as through parent-child attachment and parenting practices. 
Future research is required to understand the relationship between constructive marital 
conflict, parenting practices, and child outcomes. 
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Previous research has linked constructive marital conflict and the emotional 
security of the child. Patterns of constructive resolutions to discord indicate a more 
stable, trusting relationship between parents that provide security in all family systems; 
therefore, secure interparental relationships promote stable parent-child relationships by 
creating a more emotionally stable environment for the child. In a study conducted by 
Frosch et al. (2000), positive marital engagement of parents of three year-olds was 
associated with more security in the parent-child relationship. Constructive marital 
conflict also provides a warm, supportive, and comforting environment in the home, 
which allows the child to develop a more stable relationship with their parents. Erel and 
Burman (1995) theorized that positive marital interactions may instigate more positive 
emotions in general and those emotions may spillover into the parent-child relationship. 
In their meta-analysis, they found a moderately strong effect size representing the 
relationship between marital and parent-child quality, indicating more positive parent-
child interactions in families with more positive marital relations (Erel & Burman, 1995). 
In a study conducted by McCoy, Cummings, and Davies (2009), researchers found that 
children's emotional security mediated the relationship between constructive and 
destructive marital conflict and children' s prosocial behavior. Although these studies 
indicate a relationship between constructive marital conflict and emotional security in 
children, this research does not focus on child outcome. 
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Research has also focused on the relationship between constructive marital 
conflict and the quality of the parent-child attachment; however, child outcome was also 
not considered in these studies. Frosch et al. (2000) found that mothers' parenting 
partially explained the link between positive marital behavior and mother-child 
attachment in preschoolers. In this study, positive marital interaction at six months during 
structured family play was related to maternal parenting practices, such as warmth and 
support in a structured play activity, when the children were three years old. Marital 
conflict during early infancy was related to future negative parenting practices by 
mothers. Warm and engaged marital relations were associated with security of the child-
parent relationship in fathers only when both were measured at three years. The authors 
concluded that father's withdrawal from the marital relationship also indicated fewer 
parenting practices overall, and, therefore, in more positive marital relationships, fathers 
serve as a "secure base" for their children. This is consistent with the emotional security 
hypothesis that parents serve as a "secure base" for their child that provides them with the 
emotional security they need to develop healthy relationships with peers. Although this 
study found a relationship between positive marital behavior and positive parenting 
practices, findings fail to address the impact these variables have on child adjustment. 
In other recent research, it has been documented that more harmonious marital 
relationships have been associated with more responsiveness towards children via 
positive parenting practices (Goldberg & Easterbrooks, 1984; Miller, Cowan, Cowan, 
Hetherington, & Clingempeel, 1993); however, this research still does not consider child 
outcomes. Miller et al. (1993) found that there was a significant indirect link between 
positive affect in the marital relationship, warmth in the parent-child relationship, and 
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less acting-out behavior among preschoolers and early-adolescents. More specifically, 
parents experiencing more positive interactions in their marital relationship were found to 
use more behavioral control, such as consistent discipline. Therefore, the use of more 
positive parenting practices due to the positive marital relationship is associated with 
fewer externalizing problems in children. However, more research is needed to 
understand the relationship between constructive marital conflict, positive parenting 
practices, and internalizing and externalizing problems in children. 
Although previous research established a connection between positive marital 
relations and positive parenting practices, there is a gap in the literature regarding 
whether constructive marital conflict reduces externalizing and internalizing problems in 
children through more positive parenting practices or fewer negative parenting practices. 
Based on theory, the relationship between constructive marital conflict and fewer 
internalizing and externalizing problems in children should be mediated by fewer 
negative parenting practices and more positive parenting practices; however, research is 
needed to provide support for these theoretical claims. 
Summary and Proposed Study 
Research has shown that marital conflict influences the ways in which parents 
discipline their children, and those methods that parents utilize impact the behavior their 
children exhibit. Therefore, parenting practices mediate the relationship between marital 
conflict and child adjustment. However, there are gaps in this literature that warrant 
further examination. First, destructive and constructive marital conflict are very different 
methods of communication that can have different effects on parenting and child 
behavior outcome. Few studies have analyzed positive parenting practices as a mediator 
18 
of the relation between constructive marital conflict and fewer adjustment problems in 
children. Theoretically, this relationship is valid, according to the spillover hypothesis . 
Parents who spend less time and energy arguing should be more emotionally available to 
their children and should put forth more effort in effective parenting, which should have a 
positive impact on children's behavior and emotions. 
Second, the literature does not explicitly outline which parenting practices 
influence internalizing and externalizing behaviors in children exposed to marital 
conflict. For example, some children may respond to their parents' withdrawal or 
rejection due to marital conflict by becoming sad or anxious while others may become 
aggressive and act out to encourage parental attention. Specific negative parenting 
practices, such as psychological control, need to be examined in relation to marital 
discord and child outcomes. The construct of negative parenting practices is usually 
related to externalizing behaviors in children; however, when the specific tactic of 
psychological control is analyzed alone, children often exhibit more internalizing 
behaviors. Therefore, it is necessary to further differentiate between the various 
components within negative parenting practices, such as psychological control, to 
determine trends in child outcome. 
The present study seeks to clarify and add to the current literature involving 
marital conflict and parenting practices. It is hypothesized that parenting practices (e.g., 
negative parenting practices, positive parenting practices, and psychological control), will 
mediate the association between marital conflict ( e.g., constructive and destructive 
marital conflict) and internalizing and externalizing problems in children. More 
specifically, it is expected that when all variables are included in a single model (a) 
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positive parenting practices, such as involvement and positive parenting (praise), will 
mediate the relationship between constructive marital conflict and children's internalizing 
behavior; (b) positive parenting practices will mediate the relationship between 
constructive marital conflict and children's externalizing behavior; (c) negative parenting 
practices, such as poor monitoring and inconsistent discipline, will mediate the 
relationship between destructive marital conflict and children's externalizing behavior; 
(d) psychological control will mediate the relationship between destructive marital 
conflict and children's internalizing behavior; and (e) psychological control will mediate 
the relationship between destructive marital conflict and children's externalizing 
behavior. 
CHAPTER II 
METHOD 
Participants 
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Participants included 121 mothers of children aged 6 to 12. If more than one 
child was present in the home, only one child was chosen for this study. Mothers did not 
have to be the biological parent of the chosen child; however, she must have been 
residing with the chosen child for at least one year prior to participation. Mothers were 
required to be married and 18 years of age to participate. Mothers recruited through local 
schools, churches, or other similar community locations completed online questionnaires 
(53.7%) or paper packets if they did not have internet access (8.3%) and mothers 
recruited through USM students using the Human Subjects Recruitment Pool (SONA) 
(38%) completed paper packets. 
Of the children, 54.5% were females; 69.4% were Caucasian, 27.3% were African 
American, and 3.3% were Mixed or Other Ethnicity. Race was dichotomized as White 
and Nonwhite, with the Nonwhite group being composed of mostly African American 
children. Mother's ages ranged from 23 to 56 (M = 35.87, SD= 6.57). Regarding total 
family income, the median income was $50,000 to $74,999. In reference to the mother' s 
highest level of education, 23.1 % reported earning a graduate degree, 36.4% reported 
earning a bachelor's degree, and 16.5% reported earning a high school diploma. See 
Table 1 for demographic breakdown by recruitment method. 
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Table 1 
Participant Demographics by Recruitment Method 
Online Paper Total 
Variable (n = 65) (n = 56) (n= l2 1) 
Age of Child in Years M (SD) 8.72 (1.87) 8.43 (2.01) 8.59 ( l.93) 
Length of Marriage 12.60 (5.80) 9. 14 (5.53) 11.00 (5.9 1) 
Previously Received 
n (%) 
Services 
Yes 1 (1.5) 6 (10.7) 7 (5.8) 
No 64 (98.5) 50 (89.3) 114 (94.2) 
Sex of Child 
Male 33 (50.8) 33 (58.9) 66 (54.5) 
Female 32 (49.2) 23 ( 41.1) 55 (45.5) 
Race of Child 
Caucasian 61 (93.8) 23 (41.1) 84 (69.4) 
Non-Caucasian 4 (6.2) 33 (58.9) 37 (30.6) 
Income 
0-4,999 0 (0.0) 1 (1.8) (0.8) 
5,000-9,999 0 (0.0) 2 (3.6) 2 ( 1. 7) 
10,000-14,999 0 (0.0) 3 (5.4) "' .) (2.5) 
15,000-24,999 1 (1.5) 6 (10.7) 7 (5.8) 
25,000-34,999 1 (1.5) 5 (8.9) 6 (5.0) 
35,000-49,999 9 (13.8) 11 (19.6) 20 (16.5) 
50,000-74,999 17 (26.2) 18(32.1) 35 (28.9) 
Table 1 (continued). 
Variable 
75,000-99,999 
100,000 and Above 
Demographic Form 
Online 
(n = 65) 
18 (27.7) 
19 (29.2) 
Paper 
(n = 56) 
7 (12.5) 
3 (5.4) 
Measures 
Total 
(n=121) 
25 (20.7) 
22 (18.2) 
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Mothers were asked to give certain information about themselves and the target 
child. Information included age, sex, race, marital status, number of years she has been 
married to her current spouse, educational background of participant and spouse, 
occupation of participant and spouse, and combined family income. Information gathered 
about the target child included age, sex, race, and previous psychological diagnoses and 
counseling. 
Predictors 
Conflict and Problem-Solving Scales (CPS; Kerig, 1996). The CPS is a 44-item 
questionnaire used to assess the frequency, severity, resolution, and efficacy of marital 
conflict. Scales of conflict strategies include Verbal Aggression, Physical Aggression, 
Cooperation, Stonewalling, Avoidance-Capitulation, and Child Involvement. Items are 
rated on a 4-point Likert scale that ranges from O (never) to 3 (almost always). Internal 
consistencies for these scales have ranged from a= .70 to .98 with good convergent, r = 
.67, and discriminant validity and test-retest reliability, r = .63 (Kerig, 1996). Internal 
consistencies for the CPS scales in the current study ranged from a= .71 to .86. In the 
development study, Stonewalling, Avoidance-Capitulation, Verbal Aggression, and 
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Physical Aggression scales were found to be highly correlated with each other (.33-.52). 
Husband and wife report of each others' conflict strategies were also highly correlated 
(.59), which provides a rationale for using mother report only of marital conflict 
strategies (Kerig, 1996). Previous research has repeatedly found husband and wife report 
of marital conflict to be highly correlated using other measures of destructive marital 
conflict (Cummings et al., 2003; Goodman et al., 1999; Kaczynski et al., 2006; Miller et 
al., 1993). These subscales were used to form Constructive and Destructive Marital 
Conflict composites as described later in the Composite Creation section of Chapter III. 
Mediators 
Alabama Parenting Questionnaire (APQ; Frick, 1991). The APQ is a 42-item 
questionnaire that assesses six different aspects of parenting behavior. Scales included in 
the current study were Positive Parenting, Involvement, Inconsistent Discipline, and Poor 
Monitoring/Supervision. Items are rated on a 5-point Likert scale that ranges from 1 
(never) to 5 (always). A study conducted by Shelton, Frick, and Wootten (1996) found 
the APQ to have adequate test-retest reliability, internal consistency (subscales ranged 
from a=.67 to .80) and convergent validity. Internal consistency estimates for the current 
study ranged from a= .58 to .74. These subscales were used to form Positive and 
Negative Parenting composites as described later in the Composite Creation section of 
Chapter III. 
Psychological Control Questionnaire (PCQ; Olsen et al., 2002). The PCQ is a 
33-item measure used to tap aspects of psychological control, such as constraining verbal 
expression, guilt induction, love withdrawal, invalidating feelings, personal attack, and 
unpredictable emotional behavior. Items are rated on a 5-point Likert scale that ranges 
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from 1 (never) to 5 (always). Internal consistency for the PCQ in the current study was a 
= .89. A psychological control score was formed by standardizing the PCQ total score. 
Criterion 
Child-Behavior Checklist/6-18 (CBCU6-18; Achenbach & Rescorla, 2001). The 
CBCL is a well-established measure of internalizing and externalizing behavior in 
children. The CBCL is a 113-item measure with items rated on a 3-point Likert scale (not 
true, sometimes/somewhat true, very/often true), with higher scores indicating increased 
behavior problems. The CBCL is a standardized measure with good internal consistency, 
a= .78 to .97; test-retest reliability, r = .90; criterion-related validity; and construct 
validity. Internal consistencies for the CBCL in the current study were as follows: a= .94 
for the Externalizing subscale and a= .88 for the Internalizing subscale. The 
Externalizing Behavior Problem raw scores and the Internalizing Behavior Problem raw 
scores were converted to z scores in this study. 
Procedure 
Following approval by the IRB (see Appendix A), mother recruitment was 
conducted by posting flyers at local schools, churches, YMCA's, or other similar 
community locations. The posters instructed interested mothers to contact the primary 
investigator via email or telephone to obtain more information on participation. If 
mothers, who contacted the primary investigator, did not have internet access, then these 
mothers were mailed a paper packet of measures. Mother recruitment was also carried out 
through students at The University of Southern Mississippi (USM) using the Human 
Subjects Recruitment Pool (SONA). USM students were allowed to participate in the 
study directly or approach a mother meeting the specific study requirements to complete 
the packet. Mothers, who completed paper packets via community and SONA, did not 
differ significantly on demographic variables; therefore, mothers completing paper 
packets were combined for further analyses. 
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Mothers, who were recruited through the community, responded to informational 
emails about the study or responded to flyers distributed in the community. After the 
mother sent an email of interest to the primary researcher, the primary researcher emailed 
the mother a secure link to hostedsurvey.com to complete the questionnaires. Mothers 
were given the option at the end of the questionnaires to provide their mailing address to 
be entered into a drawing for ten $10 Wal-mart gift certificates. All mothers completing 
the online questionnaires met marital and child age requirements and were included. 
Mothers, who did not have internet access or who were recruited through SONA, 
received a paper packet, which included detailed instructions, a consent form, and copies 
of the following: a demographic form and measures assessing marital conflict, parenting 
practices, psychological control, depression, and child adjustment. If more than one child 
was present in the home, mothers were instructed to choose the target child by drawing 
names randomly. If more than one child meeting the age requirements was present in the 
home, then the mother was instructed to choose the target child by drawing names 
randomly. Mothers were instructed to return all of the forms to the person who recruited 
them or the experimenter. Mother data was only included in the analyses if the mother 
properly consented, was currently married, and had lived with the child for at least one 
year. Three packets were excluded due to having a child younger or older than the child 
age requirements. One packet was excluded based on the current marriage requirement. 
Access to the data was restricted to the researcher and research assistants. 
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Mothers, who were recruited by USM students that signed up for SONA credit, 
were required to pass a verification procedure, in which the researcher or research 
assistants contacted the mother by phone and asked verification questions. Mothers were 
required to provide the child's date of birth, a description of the types of forms that were 
completed (i.e., general topic, such as parenting or child's behavior), and one additional 
question that varied across participants (i.e., mother's age, highest level of education, or 
occupation). If the mother provided an unsatisfactory response to either of the first two 
questions, additional questions were not asked. All three questions had to be answered 
satisfactorily in order for that mother's data to be included in the study. One packet was 
excluded due to a failure to provide correct contact information to verify the mother and 
child information. 
Data Analysis 
First, a correlation matrix was formed to establish zero-order correlations between 
subscales of each measure to justify forming proposed composite scores. Second, 
composites (e.g., destructive marital conflict, constructive marital conflict, negative 
parenting, and positive parenting) were formed by combining subscales based on 
previous research and the strength of the relationship between the subscales. Third, 
bivariate correlations between potential demographic correlates (e.g., SES, child age, 
child race, and child gender), predictors (e.g., composites of destructive marital conflict, 
constructive marital conflict, negative parenting practices, positive parenting practices, 
and psychological control), and the criterion variables (e.g., externalizing and 
internalizing behavior) were examined to identify potential control variables. 
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Finally, path analyses were used to estimate direct and indirect paths between 
destructive and constructive marital conflict, negative parenting practices, positive 
parenting practices, psychological control, and children's internalizing and externalizing 
behavior. The statistical significance of indirect paths was only explored if significant 
direct effects were found between the variables of interest. In the models, constructive 
and destructive marital conflict were allowed to covary and were specified as predictors 
of (a) negative, positive, and psychologically controlling parenting practices, and (b) 
externalizing and internalizing behavior. In addition, all possible covariances between 
residuals of negative, positive, and psychologically controlling parenting practices were 
estimated, with these variables also specified as predictors of externalizing and 
internalizing behavior. Externalizing and internalizing behavior residuals were also 
allowed to covary. The proposed model (see Figure 1) was just identified, with zero 
degrees of freedom. Consequently, model fit indices are not presented. Prior to estimating 
the full model (Figure 1), a reduced model that did not include psychological control, 
based on previous research, was estimated (see Figure 2). In Model 2, psychological 
control was included as a mediator along with positive and negative parenting (see Figure 
3). Psychological control was included because previous research has suggested that it 
may be an important component of parenting practices that is often neglected in parenting 
research. 
The path analyses were conducted in Mplus 6.1 (Muthen & Muthen, 2010) using 
the robust maximum likelihood estimator. The hypothesized meditators were tested as 
indirect effects in Mplus, which provides the bias-corrected bootstrapped confidence 
intervals for indirect effects as recommended in MacKinnon, Lockwood, and Williams 
(2004). The bootstrapped confidence intervals were based on 10,000 draws. 
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CHAPTER III 
RESULTS 
The overall sample size for this study was 126 mothers. The data from five 
mothers were excluded from the study because they did not meet the age or marital 
requirements; therefore, a sample size of 121 mothers was used in this study. Missing 
data for individual items were replaced with the mean for that variable. 
Composite Creation 
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Initial correlational analyses were conducted to determine the interrelations of the 
subscales of each composite prior to forming the respective composites ( e.g., constructive 
marital conflict, destructive marital conflict, positive parenting practices, and negative 
parenting practices; see Table 2). 
Table 2 
Correlations among Subscales Contributing to Composites 
1 2 3 4 
APQ 
1. Involvement .68** -.45** -.31 ** 
2. Positive Parenting -.27** -.25** 
3. Poor Monitoring .36** 
4. Inconsistent Discipline 
5. Corporal Punishment 
6. Other 
CPS 
7. Cooperation 
8. Avoidance 
9. Stonewalling 
10. Verbal Aggression 
11. Physical Aggression 
Note: *p<.05, **p<.01, ***p<.00 
5 6 7 8 
-.20* .00 
-.25** .03 
.16 .21 * 
.24** .16 
.27** 
1 -.19* 
9 10 
-.29** -.38** 
.42** .31 ** 
.63** 
11 
-.39** 
.33** 
.60** 
.51 ** 
VJ 
VJ 
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A constructive marital conflict composite was formed by converting the Cooperation 
scale to z scores, and the destructive marital conflict composite was formed by converting 
the Avoidance-Capitulation, Stonewalling, Verbal Aggression, Physical Aggression, and 
Child Involvement scales to z scores and averaging the z scores. The formation of 
constructive and destructive marital conflict composites based on the CPS has been 
supported in previous research (Kerig, 1996). The Avoidance-Capitulation, Stonewalling, 
Verbal Aggression, Physical Aggression, and Child Involvement were found to be 
moderately to highly positively correlated (ranging from r = .31-.63, p < .01) and 
significantly negatively correlated with the Cooperation scale (ranging from r = -.19, p < 
.05 tor= -.30, p < .01). 
A positive parenting composite score was then formed by converting the 
Involvement and Positive Parenting subscales to z scores and then averaging the z scores, 
and a negative parenting composite score was formed by converting Poor 
Monitoring/Supervision and Inconsistent Discipline subscales to z scores and then 
averaging the z scores. The formation of positive and negative parenting composites 
based on the APQ has been supported in previous studies based on factor analysis 
(Dadds, Maujean, & Fraser, 2003; Essau, Sasagawa, & Frick, 2006; Hawes & Dadds, 
2006; Shelton et al., 1996). Positive Parenting and Involvement scales were found to be 
highly positively correlated, r = .68, p < .001, which suggests that these subscales are 
measuring a single component of parenting behavior. Poor Monitoring/Supervision and 
Inconsistent Discipline scales were also found to be significantly correlated, r = .36, p < 
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.001. Correlations showed divergence from the Involvement and Positive Parenting scales 
(ranging from r = -.25 to -.45, p < .01). 
Descriptive Statistics 
Due to the dual recruitment method, independent sample t-tests were performed to 
determine if there were significant differences on demographics and variables of interest 
(e.g., destructive and constructive marital conflict, negative and positive parenting, 
psychological control, and internalizing and externalizing scores) between participants 
recruited through SONA, who completed paper packets, and those recruited through the 
community, who completed online questionnaires. The only significant difference 
between recruitment methods on demographic variables was child race (x2 = 39.48, p < 
.001), with more Nonwhite participants being recruited through SONA. The relationship 
between child race and both internalizing and externalizing behavior problems was not 
significant, indicating that racial differences in recruitment method should not impact the 
findings of this study. Therefore, participants were combined into one group for all 
subsequent analyses. 
Descriptive statistics for the variables included in the study can be found in Table 
3. 
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Table 3 
Descriptive Statistics of Variables of Interest (N=l21) 
M SD Min Max a 
Psychological Control Questionnaire (PCQ) 64.13 13.36 40 102 .89 
Conflict and Problem-Solving Scale (CPS) 
Cooperation 15.19 2.47 6.50 18 .85 
Avoidance-Capitulation 16.43 3.58 5 25 .74 
Stonewalling 6.17 3.28 0 14 .83 
Verbal Aggression 9.49 3.63 0 17 .86 
Physical Aggression 1.88 2.53 0 12.50 .86 
Child Involvement 1.63 1.38 0 7 .71 
Alabama Parenting Questionnaire (APQ) 
Involvement 41.77 4.89 24 50 .74 
Positive Parenting 26.57 2.55 17 30 .66 
Poor Monitoring 13.00 4.16 10 32 .70 
Inconsistent Discipline 12.99 3.26 7 23 .58 
Child Behavior Checklist 
Internalizing 4.97 5.89 0 28 .88 
Externalizing 5.60 7.68 () 50 .94 
Zero-order correlations were computed between created composites and outcome 
variables included in the study (see Table 4). 
Table 4 
Correlation Matrix of Demographic and Study Variables 
1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 
1. Age -.01 -.08 -.02 -. 11 .11 -.04 -.08 .06 .11 .11 
2. Sex -.03 -.04 -.04 .04 -. 19* -.01 .04 -.04 -.02 
3. Race -.48** .05 -.00 .20* -.1 6 -.06 .04 -.05 
4. Income -.05 .02 -.19* .23 .00 -.05 .03 
5. Con MC -.40** -.20* .14 -. 17 -.15 -.09 
6. Des MC .25** -.16 .45** .44** .33** 
7. Negative Par -.42** .36** .32** .15 
8. Positive Par -.13 -.22* -.14 
9. Psych Control .40** .32** 
10. Ext Behavior .72** 
11 . Int Behavior 
Nore. Sex (O=Male, I =Female); Race ( l=White, 2=Nonwhite); MC = Marital Conflict; Pos Par = Positive Parenting; Neg Par = Negative Parenting; Psych Control = Psychological Control; 
Ext = Externalizing; Int= Internalizing. 
*p<.05, **p<.0 1, ***p<.005 
w 
-..l 
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As expected, destructive and constructive marital conflict were negatively correlated with 
one another (r = -.40, p < .001), which indicates that higher levels of destructive marital 
conflict were related to lower levels of constructive marital conflict. Negative parenting 
practices were negatively correlated with positive parenting practices (r = -.42 p < .001) 
and positively correlated with psychological control (r = .36 p < .001). However, positive 
parenting practices were not negatively correlated with psychological control, which was 
not expected based on previous literature. Children's internalizing problems were 
positively correlated with children's externalizing problems (r = .72, p < .001). 
Zero-order correlations were conducted between demographic variables and study 
composites to better understand the relationships among these variables in the present 
sample and to identify potential control variables. Several correlations were found 
between demographic variables and predictors (e.g., constructive marital conflict, 
destructive marital conflict, negative parenting practices, positive parenting practices, and 
psychological control). Child sex was significantly related to negative parenting practices 
(r = -.19, p = .02), with mothers of boys exhibiting higher rates of negative parenting 
practices than mothers of girls. Child race was significantly related to family income (r = 
-.48, p < .001) and negative parenting practices (r = .20, p = .02). Nonwhite children were 
shown have a lower family income and mothers who report greater frequency of negative 
parenting practices. Family income was also significantly related to negative parenting 
practices (r = -.19, p = .02), with lower-income families using greater amounts of 
negative parenting practices. However, no significant correlations were found between 
age, sex, or recruitment method and outcome variables (e.g., internalizing and 
externalizing problems); therefore, no controls were entered in the predictive models. 
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Path Analysis 
In Model 1, several direct relations were found between predictors and outcome 
variables (Table 5). 
Table 5 
Results of Path Analyses, Model 1 and Model 2 
Model 1 Model2 
Criterion Predictor ~ SE ~ SE 
Externalizing Des MC .41 *** .08 .33*** .09 
Behavior ConMC .06 .09 .06 .09 
Pos Par -.07 .09 -.09 .09 
Neg Par .20* .09 .14 .09 
Psych Control .20* .09 
Internalizing Des MC .33*** .09 .24* .10 
Behavior Con MC .06 .09 .05 .09 
Pos Par -.07 .09 -.08 .09 
Neg Par .05 .10 -.01 .10 
Psych Control .22* .10 
Pos Par Des MC -.12 .10 -.12 .10 
Con MC .09 .10 .09 .10 
Neg Par Des MC .21 * .09 .21 * .09 
Con MC -.11 .10 -.11 .10 
Psych Control Des MC .46*** .08 
Con MC .01 .90 
Nore. Des MC = Destructive Marital Conflict; Con MC = Constructive Marital Conflict; Pos Par= Positive Parenting; Neg Par = 
Negative Parenting; Psych Control = Psychological Control *p<.05, **p<.0 I, ***p<.00 I 
Destructive marital conflict was found to be a significant predictor of negative parenting 
practices (/J = .21, p = .03), children's internalizing behavior (/J = .33, p < .001), and 
children' s externalizing behavior (/J = .41, p <.001). Constructive marital conflict was not 
found to be a significant predictor of any of the outcome variables. Negative parenting 
practices was found to be significantly related to children's externalizing behavior (/J = 
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.20, p = .02). The percent of variance explained by all of the predictors included in the 
model was large for children's internalizing behavior (R2 = .12, p < .001) and children's 
externalizing behavior (R2 = .25, p < .001). These results support previous research 
indicating that greater use of destructive marital conflict strategies and greater use of 
negative parenting practices leads to higher rates of externalizing behavior (see Figure 2); 
however, the indirect path between destructive marital conflict and children's 
externalizing behavior via negative parenting practices was not significant, thus, negative 
parenting practices did not mediate between destructive marital conflict and externalizing 
behavior (.06, n.s., SE= .05, 95% CI [.001, .219], z = 1.17, p = .24). 
Previous research has suggested that psychological control may be an important 
predictor of child outcomes, above and beyond the effects of negative parenting practices. 
Therefore in Model 2, psychological control was included as an individual predictor of 
children's internalizing and externalizing behavior, with constructive and destructive 
marital conflict specified as predictors of psychological control. In Model 2, several 
direct effects were found between predictors and outcome variables as well. Destructive 
marital conflict was found to be a significant predictor of negative parenting practices (/3 
= .21, p = .03), psychological control (/3 = .46, p < .001), children's internalizing behavior 
(/3 = .24, p = .01), and children's externalizing behavior (/3 = .33, p < .001). Constructive 
marital conflict was not found to be a significant predictor of any of the outcome 
variables. Psychological control was found to be a significant predictor of children's 
externalizing behavior (/3 = .20, p = .03) and children's internalizing behavior (/3 = .22, p 
=.03). Neither negative nor positive parenting practices were found to be significant 
predictors of the outcome variables. The percent of variance explained by all of the 
predictors included in the model was significant for psychological control (R2 = .20), 
children's internalizing behavior (R2 = .15) and children' s externalizing behavior (R2 = 
.28). 
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Several significant indirect relationships were found in Model 2. Psychological 
control was found to partially mediate the relationship between destructive marital 
conflict and children' s externalizing behavior (.13, SE= .06, 95% CI [.016, .262], z 
=2.00, p = .05). Psychological control was found to partially mediate the relationship 
between destructive marital conflict and children's internalizing behavior (.13, SE= .06, 
95% CI [.045, .272], z = 2.41, p = .02). Therefore, it appears that there is an indirect 
relationship between destructive marital conflict and children' s internalizing and 
externalizing behaviors through psychologically controlling parenting practices (see 
Figure 3). 
CHAPTERIV 
DISCUSSION 
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Marital conflict has been directly and indirectly linked to children's internalizing 
and externalizing problems (Cummings & Davies, 2002); however, the varying 
dimensions of marital conflict, such as destructive and constructive types, and their direct 
relationship with child outcome and their indirect relationship with child outcome via 
parenting practices is a relatively new line of study. Although previous research supports 
the mediating role of negative parenting practices between destructive marital conflict 
and children's externalizing problems (Cummings & Davies, 2002; Gonzales et al., 2000; 
Kaczynski et al., 2006), more research is needed to determine the relationships between 
constructive marital conflict, parenting practices, and child outcome. Another possible 
mediator between marital conflict and child outcome that has received relatively little 
attention is psychological control. Several studies have identified psychological control 
as a mediator between marital conflict and internalizing problems in children (Doyle & 
Markiewicz, 2005; Fauber et al., 1990; Gonzales et al., 2000; Krishnakumar et al., 2003); 
however, some research has suggested that psychological control may also serve as a 
mediator between marital conflict and children's externalizing problems (Kaczynski et 
al., 2006). The aim of the current study was to analyze the potential mediating role of 
positive parenting practices in relation to constructive marital conflict and adjustment 
problems in children and outline which parenting practices, including psychological 
control, influence internalizing and externalizing behaviors in children exposed to marital 
conflict. 
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The results of the current study are consistent with previous theoretical claims 
regarding marital conflict and child behavior and research findings that identified the 
direct relations between destructive marital conflict and negative parenting practices, 
children's internalizing behavior, and children's externalizing behavior (Cummings & 
Davies, 2002; Frosch et al., 2000; Goodman et al., 1999). The results of this study 
supported the relationship between destructive marital conflict, negative parenting 
practices, and children's externalizing problems proposed by the spillover hypothesis. 
The modeling mechanism proposed by spillover hypothesis suggests that children may 
model witnessed aggressive behavior exhibited during marital conflict. These findings 
are also consistent with previous findings that identified the negative parenting practices 
of lax parental control and supervision and inconsistent discipline as mediators between 
marital conflict and child outcome (Cummings & Davies, 2002; Gonzales et al., 2000; 
Kaczynski et al., 2006). The current study suggested that parents reporting a higher 
frequency of destructive marital conflict and a higher rate of negative parenting practices 
reported more externalizing problems in their children; however, the indirect effect was 
not significant, thus, negative parenting practices did not mediate between destructive 
marital conflict and externalizing problems. One explanation for the lack of significant 
findings for indirect relationships is the significantly strong direct relations of destructive 
marital conflict on children's externalizing behavior. Therefore, destructive marital 
conflict may be more directly related to children's behavior than previously suggested in 
the literature. This strong direct relationship may be due to the modeling mechanism 
proposed by the spillover hypothesis. Children may be prone to modeling the behavior 
exhibited by their parents during marital disputes, and this direct relationship may have 
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more of an effect on child outcome than many indirect means, such as through negative 
parenting practices. 
Another explanation for the lack of significant findings for the indirect 
relationships is the low internal consistency of the Inconsistent Discipline subscale 
included in the negative parenting practices composite. Several items included in the 
Inconsistent Discipline subscale were worded negatively, therefore, causing possible 
confusion to mothers answering these items. The low alpha for this subscale likely results 
from error variance, which can attenuate the relationships between the variables included 
in the study. 
The results of the current study did not support the hypothesis that positive 
parenting practices mediate the relationship between constructive marital conflict and 
child outcome. The spillover hypothesis suggests that positive interactions in the marital 
relationship spill over into parenting behaviors, which decreases the rate of internalizing 
and externalizing behaviors in children (Engfer, 1988). In the current findings, 
constructive marital conflict did not predict children' s internalizing and externalizing 
behaviors. One explanation for the lack of significant findings involving constructive 
marital conflict is the limited scope of items included in the constructive marital conflict 
composite. The composite was created based strictly on the Cooperation subscale, which 
measures the ability of parents to reason with one another, talk about the issue at hand, 
and to express their feelings and emotions with one another; therefore, more questions 
relating to positive marital conflict resolution may have provided more information 
related to child outcome. Another explanation for the lack of significant findings is a 
problem with instrumentation. The CBCL is used to identify problem behaviors in 
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clinical samples; consequently, it is most sensitive in the clinical range of problem 
behaviors. However, the current study was based on a community sample. Therefore, the 
CBCL may have lacked sensitivity and range for measuring positive adjustment in the 
present sample. Moreover, the small percentage of children scoring in the clinical range 
of problem behaviors may have reduced variability necessary for detecting hypothesized 
relations. 
Most traditional studies examining negative parenting practices as a mediator of 
marital conflict and child outcome have generally excluded psychological control as a 
potential parenting component. However, the scapegoating mechanism in the spillover 
hypothesis suggests that parents who experience high levels of marital conflict often 
blame their children for the difficulties in the marital relationship and try to overly 
control their children's behavior, which are the key parenting behaviors of psychological 
control. A few studies have determined that psychological control acts as a mediator 
between destructive marital conflict and children's internalizing behaviors (Doyle & 
Markiewicz, 2005; Fauber et al., 1990; Gonzales et al., 2000; Krishnakumar et al., 2003); 
however, these studies measured destructive marital conflict primarily as verbal and 
physical aggression, neglecting several other aspects of destructive marital conflict, such 
as child involvement and stonewalling, and the outcome measures used in these studies 
were focused strictly on depressive symptoms rather than on internalizing symptoms as a 
whole. One study has suggested that psychological control mediates the relationship 
between destructive marital conflict and children's externalizing behavior (Kaczynski et 
al., 2006). However, the sW-dy measured destructive marital conflict only. Parenting 
practices were classified as rejecting, coercive, and emotionally supportive behaviors 
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(Kaczynski et al., 2006), neglecting several key aspects of psychological control, such as 
guilt induction and shame. Therefore, further study is needed to analyze the specific 
effects of all aspects of psychological control on children's internalizing and 
externalizing behaviors. Previous findings on psychological control also suggest that 
psychological control may be an important parenting component above and beyond the 
role of negative parenting practices. Further research in this area is needed. 
The current findings support the importance of including psychological control in 
studies of marital conflict, parenting, and child outcome. In the current study, 
psychological control was a significant predictor of children's internalizing and 
externalizing behavior. When psychological control was included in the model, neither 
negative nor positive parenting practices were significant predictors of children's 
internalizing and externalizing behaviors. These findings suggest that psychological 
control is an important and unique component of parenting practices that appears to be 
related to child outcome. 
The results of the current study support psychological control as a partial mediator 
between destructive marital conflict and children's internalizing and externalizing 
behavior. These findings offer some support for the scapegoating mechanism of the 
spillover hypothesis in understanding the relationship between marital conflict, 
psychological control, and child behavior. Parents who engage in increased amounts of 
destructive marital conflict may blame their children by trying to overly control their 
behavior through guilt and shame, which may lead children to exhibit higher levels of 
externalizing and internalizing behaviors. Although the current findings support the 
findings of previous research regarding the mediating role of psychological control 
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between destructive marital conflict and child outcome, the inclusion of all types of 
psychological control (e.g., guilt induction, parental control, maternal rejection, and poor 
emotional support) and negative parenting practices, along with children's internalizing 
and externalizing behaviors analyzed in a single model adds to the current literature base. 
Inclusion of all variables in a single model allows for the comparison of the variance 
accounted for in the outcome measures by psychological control and other traditional 
negative parenting practices, while controlling for all other variables included in the 
model. The current results indicate that psychological control is a unique parenting 
component that may be important for identifying relationships between marital conflict, 
parenting, and child outcome, above and beyond the impact of traditional negative 
parenting practices. Overall, the direct and indirect relations between psychological 
control and child outcome present important points of research on interventions in areas 
of parenting. 
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CHAPTER V 
LIMITATIONS AND DIRECTIONS FOR FUTURE RESEARCH 
These findings should be interpreted in light of several limitations within the 
current study. First, the different recruitment methods (e.g., online/community 
recruitment, paper/community recruitment, and SONA recruitment) could have impacted 
the results of the current study. Due to the limited participation obtained via community 
involvement, recruitmentvia undergraduate students using the SONA system was also 
used to complete the sample used in the current study. As a precaution, the different 
methods were compared on demographic variables. No differences were found between 
mother completing paper packets (e.g., SONA recruitment and paper/community 
recruitment); therefore, their responses were combined on all analyses. However, 
differences were found by race between mothers completing paper packets and those 
completing the questionnaires online. There was a similar distribution of White and 
Nonwhite participants recruited through the SONA system; however, significantly more 
White participants than Nonwhite participants were recruited through community 
locations. As previously mentioned, analyses were conducted evaluating the relation 
between race and outcome variables and results failed to indicate a significant 
relationship between race and child outcome. Overall, it is unlikely that racial differences 
in recruitment method affected the results of the current study. 
A second limitation is the cross-sectional nature of the study. Directionality and 
causal relationships cannot be concluded because the data were collected at a single point 
in time. It would be highly beneficial for future studies to use a longitudinal design. This 
design would allow researchers to further determine whether the use of negative 
parenting practices increased children's behavior problems, which in tum led to greater 
rates of marital conflict among parents or whether higher rates of marital conflict led to 
more negative parenting practices, which increased the rates of children's behavior 
problems. 
A third potential limitation of the study is the use of a single method of data 
collection. The single method of data collection limits the type of information obtained 
from participants. The use of observation to study the parenting practices used by 
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mothers and the actual behavior of the child in a real world setting would be beneficial in 
future studies with more narrowly defined parenting practices; however, due to the scale 
of the models tested and range of parenting practices examined, observational methods 
were not feasible at this preliminary stage. The strict reliance on mother report, excluding 
child and father report, is also a considerable limitation of the current study. Although 
mother and father report of marital conflict is significantly correlated in previous 
research, father's report of marital conflict, parenting, and child outcome would be 
important information for research in this are. Future studies should seek to include father 
report of the marital relationship, parenting practices, and child behavior. 
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